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re. 13

Adults have been observed to judge a ichil)d's age

And linguistic maturity on the basis of his linguistic

output. Such judgments have sociological'and educe-
v.

tionakyamificatiOns: Parents worry if their child is

slow to speak or has deviant speech patterns. Nursery

school and elementary teachers may have to make profes-

sional evaluations of language maturity and deviance.

From the evidence of a child's linguistic output, the

adult may evaluate his age, intelligence, andlperson-

ality. The research reporteein this paper deals with

the adult's ability to judge the language maturity of

children solely from linguistic evidence on the basis

of utterances used at different ages.

Related Research

Among arguments advanced to support the contention

that such judgments can be made accurately is McNeill's

(1970) suggestion thAt 'the theory of grammar and its

universal constraints describe the internal structure°

of LAD (Language Acquisition Device];' and, thus, of

children'. Since all adults must have passed through

the same LAD sta s or evolutionary process, they can

%444understand deviant St ntences, whether those of the child
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or semigrammatica4:opeeiin terms ofiNgAe linguistic
# -

universals, is o us that in the bourse of
4

language acquisition the child; while deviating from
411,10

standard grammar, achieves communication with peers,

older children, and adults, both intimates and relative

. strangers. ff the adult does indeed understand such

deviant forms, there is a parallel between understanding

semigrammatical sentences and being 'able to predict the

age of a child uttering a certain sentence. The adult

oneeds only to note which universals ate being observed

and which violated to judge relative 4emmaticality or

age. Given this line of reasoning it would follow

that utterances of an older child would come close; to

adult norms. McNeill (1970)'6tates that

4.4
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'Unless adults have sepqrate standaids for
$

judging the structure of child speedb (which

is most unlikely, since there is no;way to

dqve,lop them) , this result shows a'basie

connection between semi-grammaticality and

tie linguistic dev lopment of children'.
.

4
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The argumen't thus is intuitive, not substantive.

To test his proposition McNeill did a brief

study: He asked.fifteen adUlts to judge which sentence

in each of 15 pairs of sentences was spoken by the

older chin. His subjects were almost 80% accurate in

choosing the older child's sentences. McNeill's

discussion of his hypothesis inspired the author to

ask, 'Cap adults judge, which sentence in a pair of

sentences was spoken by an older child?' and to develop

a set of sentence pairs to be us'ed in a replication

of his study.' McNeill's strong claim, that if the

adult went through the acquisition'process he can

understand deviant sentencOs in terms of lingui.stic

Universals, is supported /Only by udy of 15 subjects

that was not will contrtilled. It this seemed reasonable
.

to repliAte and extent his study of adult judgment

of linguistic maturity anc grammar evaluation. Two

experim
\

is are reported:

e first experiment deals with the question

of the adult's ability to judge age of children solely

rom the "linguistic evidence of two sentences- uttered
o

by children at different. ages; middle class parentd

were, asked"to choose which sentence in-each pair of

sentences Liteled by childre at different a as

11..
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utte d by the older child. the second expe'
;

repeated the first (the sentence pairs were reordered)

and, in addition', asked,adUlts to look at each sentence

of each pair in isolaton and judge-its clei?eness to

good Englis4 and'te state what they though the child,,

meant to say.

The research addresses -three, besie questions:
a

14 Can adults judge which-,Sentence in a pair

of sentences was spokeh-by an older child?

2. How do adults Icat!e children's sentences

in terms Off their approximation of 'good //

English'?

3. Howdo adults reformdlate children's

sentences in the absence of contextual

cues?

The first experiment deals only with question 1.
O

Since the subjects were not able to predict age on the

basis of the utterance with the accuracy of McNeill's

subjects (80%'accuracy), it seemed reasonable to

regti.cate and extend the research to queitions 2 and 3.

Experiment 2 again presented sentence pairs, and re-

quired subjects to choose the sentence used by the

older child; the second experiment goes beyond the

first by asking the subjects to look at each given

7

10
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sentience and rate it in terms of.its'approximatIon Lo

'good English' ( stion 2) and to 'tell what the

thought the child imillended to day' .(question 3),

o

Stimuli:

Method of Procedure

A set of twenty pairs of sentences was constructed,

five'from McNeill (1966b) and fifteen from Slobin (1967).

Some were revised to make the content more uniform or

to provide the second sentence of a pair. Table 1

contains the whole set )?f stimuli presented to the

subjects. Each pair was written on a 5 x 7 card ,for

Experiment 1. For ExperiMent 2 the sentence pairs were
ti

printed in a small besoklet, one to a page. In addition

the sentences given,,in the pairs were separated; ran-,
.0

domly ordered, and printed one to a' page for graMmatical

evaluation and interpretation by the adults. The

isolated sentenc were followed by a scale cif, numbers'

from 1 to 5; 1 repre nted the eyalUation "4 of accept-

able as 4Goo'd :Se4lenceSrated A or less)

were interpreted by the subjects.

Each subject responded to a 'Personal pfo tion

-Sheet"which probe areas of their experience which
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ht affect their perception of the child and his

nguage (Slobin 1967).

Subjects:

Experiment 1: The subjects were white, middle

class parents; all of them had at least one child who

was able to talk. Of the eight subjects, only one was

male. None of the women were working outside their

homes although two were babysitting at home and several

had worked. One of the subjects was eli incited because

she had spoken only Czechoslovakian until she started

to school.

Experiment 2: The subjects were students in a

children's literature class at-Eastern Michigan Univer-

sity. From this class, .16 students were present and all

participated in the experiment. Of the 16 subjects, one

was male, two girls were black, all were native English'

speakers. The subjects were middle class college

students ranging in age from 19 to 33; some were

married, but few had children.

Instructions and Presentation:

Experiment 1; The subjects were presented the

20 pairs of sentences on cards, one pair per card, which

k



were numbered4rom 1 to 20. Some Subjects wdgked

through the paire from 1 to 20 and others reversed, the

order. X11 participated in their own homes with the
s,,

.

investigator present. Subjects were orally asked to

choose the sentence used by the older child and to
e

respond to the personal information sheet.

Experiment 2: The subjects were given a small

booklet containing written directions and the stimulus

materials. They participated in a classroom situation;

the experimenter read the directions aloud and wrote a

summa7 of directions on a chalkboard. First the.sub-

illjects chose the sentence ttered by the older child from

the pairs of sentences; /then they evaluated the ran-

doMly ordered, isdlated/Sentences and'immediately wrote

down what they thought the child meant if their evalu-

atip was less than 5, 'Good English'. Once they had,

finis ed an item, the subjects did not return to that

item r cross comparison to any other item.

se,

1U
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Results

Ekperiment 1: Of the 141 responses, a total df 62

4% correctly identified the sentence of the older

The mean score forthe subjects was 53%. Cor-

ctions ranged from a low of 404'to a high of

75% with 4 of the 7 subjects-scoring 50% or7more. Adults

varied greatly in4their -ability to predict age of chil-

dren from evidence of utterances alone; the above figures

indicate that the adults were predicting language

maturity at about chance level.

Th re was eubstantial intersubject agreement A6 out
.

of .O 1f ow'only 5 of he 20 pairs. Of the pair gener-

ating hiq intersubject agreement, three were c rrect.

r



N\ T ble 2

Corredt, 4.a. Put hat on.
Predicti b. Put the red hat on. (older).

Incorrect
Predictions:

0

-5.a. No wipe finger.
b. Don't wipe finger. (older)

\\ 16.a. A that's cheese.
b. That's a cheese. (older)

11.a. Z don't have no book. (older)
b. No, I don't have a book.

14.a. That factory.
b. That a factory. (older)

16
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Of these 5 pairs, all of the subjects made incorrect

judgments for 2 pairs. Eleven of the pairs generated

intersubject agreement by at least 5 of the subjects;

of those,5 of the 11 predictions were incorrect. Since

all estimates of subject accuracy are slightly above

or below 50%, McNeill's position is thrown into doubt.

Experiment 2: Of the 320 responses, a tot6a

123 or 38% were incorrect predictions.. Th the second

group of, subjects scored higher (62% as opposed:to 44 %)

than the first group'although neither achieved the 80%

accuracy of McNeill's subjects. The Mean score was

58.75%; the range of scores was from-45% correct to

80% correct (one subject). Of the 20 pairs, 9 of

items wereted similarly by 14 of the 16 s;ubjects.

Table 3 lists these pairs. 7 were predicted correctly

and 2 incorrectly.

A

(1



Table 3

Correct 3.a. I want not
Pairs: b. Want envelo

Incorrect
Pairs:

*4.a. Put ha,t. on.
b. Put the red hat on. (older)

nvelope. {older)
e no.

*5.a.
b.

7.a.
b.

No wipe fin et.
Don't wipe finger. (older)

Fast the car.
The car fast. (older)

12.a. No wear. Oi
b. Don' want ar it. (older),.

*16.a.
b..

A that's ch-ese.
That's \a ch-ese. (older)

17.a. Big Eve toy.
b. Eve toy-big, (older)

8.a. Don't touch no fish. (older)
b. Don't touch the fish.

*11.a.
b.

fl

* These were high subject-ag
experiments.

I, don't hay no book. idea
No, I don't have a book

ement p irs in both

18
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Note that both incor ct pre ictions involve the

18

rejection of doub negatiye , a structure proscribed

by schooleneamm r. Although the double negative is

grammatically progretsive ( ellingi's Stage IV),_the

simpler single negative gen rally provided a sentence.

conforming to school grammar conventions which the

adults seemed to insist up n, at least in written form.

When the four pairs dbntai ing double negatives are

removed from the total,, a 1 of the subjects' scores

improved, some only slig tly, except one whose score

remained the same; the.pean score rose from 58.25%

to 68.81%. This score still is not as high --a.__St.rong

interpretation of McNeills hypothesis,would lead one

to expect.' The two pairs, containing a dotble negative

that did not receive a lafge subject agreemrt vote

were 2 and 13:

2.a. I can't do nothing with no string, (5)

b. I can't do something with a string. (11)

13.a. I didn't see, nothing. (12)
b. didn't 'see something. (4)

As the votes, in parenthesis indicate, the subjedts fo nd

13.b. much less mature than 2.b. Evidently, the violatio
,.

NN

of the negative-quantifier constraint was more obviOus

when in final position. None of the sentences in 2 and 13

received any 'Good English' ratings.

Of the seven pairs predicted correctly by 14 of t4 16

subjects, most of the older.utteranbes did reveal SOme

19
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structural complexity. For instance, the:subject is expressed in

13.a or occurs in initial position aS in 7.b and 17.bi.iin 7,1);

16.15, and 17.b, the linking verb.construction is more obvious

than in the second sentence in the pairi sod don't is chosen .

as older than a Proposed no In general, there were more different

versions of what the child meant to.say'for the rejected senten-

ces. Note eSpecially that 17.a and 12.a are open to several

semantic interpretations.
e

Of the 20.sentenceeactually uttered by older children, 8

were rp ed lower thentheircorrespond sentences. Of those

8; 4 iipcluded double 'negatives confirm*ng the adults' rejec-

tion of double negatives, assumably on the basis of school gram-

mar. RatingsNof sentences show some correlation between accur-

,

acy of prediction snd higher relative rating of thr sentence used

by the older child. Eight of tneolder santences.received

lower mean ratings.
\

When restating what the children-'- utteranCes meant in the

absence of context, most adults, limited themselves to 'providing
A

grammatically necessary elements -- auxiliaries, plural markers,

etc., or changing words to conforM to selectional restrictions:-

Original Translations

2.a. I can't do nothing I can't do anything with (a/any)
with no string. string.

I can't áo anythidgthout
(any)

l2.b. Don't 1,ant.wear it I don't won't o wear it/that.

A few adults added more to the content of the child's utterance:

0
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Original Translations

2.b. I can't do somethingt, I can't do anythi1 wit
with a string. (a/this) string.

I can't do anything creative
with that piece of swing,

I don't Ant to ,wear (a)
mitten (s).

I don't wear (any) mittens.

I did not wear my mittens.

I am not wearing a mitten.

Don't wear (the) mitten(s).
\\\

Don'tyou wear mittens?

20

.

The utterances that were ambiguous in some way generated the

-most adult.translations. As in 12.a above four versions are

negative statementa,vbut adults also saw a potential"command

and. questiOn in the three-word sentence.

The adults seemed to function like the hypothetical mother

machine described by Brown and Bellugit(1964)

that is programmed to 'Retain the words given in the order

given, and add those funetors that will reault,in a well-formed

simple sentence that is appropriate to the circumstances', Not

knowing what the circumstanced were, the subjects kept the words

and word order and supplied functors to make grammatical sen-

tences thatWere appropriate to piCal childhood interests.

Most.. subjects changed the utterances into statements unless

there was a definite clue that a give Utteranoeowas a command

or a question.



Discussion

21

Children's language has been studiedss an exotic language,

that is, the language is described by.means of 6 distributional

analysis with supposedly no reference to the adult language

to which the.Ohild has been exposed. (Bellugi and ,Brcwn 1964).

Ouch avoidance of the target language may be workable for lin-

guistsbut it does not seem to be what the adult community does

whet it speaks to its young. The Experiment 1 subjects, all

of whom had children who were speaking, found the task of choos

ing the sente1/411J uttered by the older child difficult. Some

claimed, 'My chird never spoke that way'. This may indicate

that they, never listened solely to the words their childre

\spoke but always to the words in a situational context, oth
,

Bloom (1970) and DeLaguna (1924) emphasize the unity of the

child's speech and the child's action. Isrents can oaten in-
,/

terpret the upterances of their children because th- know their

child's speech patterns, personality, habits, and ast experien-

ces. In any instance' of the'child's speaking, t e adult'hears

e words, sees the. child's action or-focus of attention, and

is the child's past reactions in simile situations, Adults

know children tend to know what .*ey a saying moreotten

than not', (Bloom 1920). Other researche s (Brown 192e) have

noticed that the' child' is rewarded by h s parents for the con-

tent of his laliguage, not the strut e of it. This would sup-

port the suggestion that adults .focus on the words in context-

while ignoring the words in their/structure,

-
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22

e sentences were rephrased with no

ext, the adults generally attained a

what t child_probably meant. For the

t, they generally supplied a form

tion. The most deviant-sentences

car fa

ty of translation; for example, No

15 different translations. Thus,

context, adults can make logical

of child language; they usually add

required terms to complete the sentence

Summary

n limited to theluttered words Of a hild ;,-

pair =F1 ith an utterance. spoken at an earl, er7-timet
,-

ad ts....0a of judge the relative ageoof t 6,,,childrtn'

1

m king those utterances. Their predii ions of
.

.
. ..,. .

langualge,s9turity were not much above chance level..
:

McNeill's language acquisition hypothesis suggests

there is a strong rarationship between age and sen-

tence structure; he claims that adults can judge and

.understand both semigrammatical sentences and children's

.yearly sentences because 'The Order of development in

23
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child language corresponds to this order .of grammaticality'.(1970)

Thus to support his theoryadults should be cble to predict the

age- of child utterances with more accuracy than these subj cts

were-aide to do; 75 to 80 per cent accuracy would be necessary

to support a strong claim of adults using linguis is iversals

to jUdge these kinds of devIant sentences. Accor in to. McNeill,

linguistic universals describe 'important aspects f the deep

structure of sentences Assuming that linguis c theory des-

cribes linguistic abilities, we Can say that th abstractions

of the underlying structure reflect childrenn linguistic capec-

ities)and are made abstract by children dis overing thg trans-

formationS of-their language%(McNeill, 1970 His strong

claim of innateriese and that 'children be n speaking underlying

structure directly' appears to be too string. Brown's descrip-

tion of child grammar is more neutral:

..it is correct to say that thech lcis early
grammar comprises a base structure not very

"different from that of the adult amdar and a
syntactic transformational compone t that is
rudimentary in stage III and almo totally
absent in stage I. This is not he same as
shying that children directly eak base-
structure sentences. It is n t clear what
that statement,could mean s ce morphophonemic
and phonetic rules are req red to make sen-
tences of underlying str' gs. But the under.!.
lying strings themselves. seem to be chiefly
those that can be gent ated by the base.(Brown 1969)

If adults and childchildrs share grammars that are 'not very dif-

ferent', then ad s judging the age trli children from their

utterances can be considered as estimating the extent or kind

of difference between the two grammars. B own's hypothesis

does not require the high level of accura y that McNeill's does. r

24



I
c4

These judgments of language maturity may reflect the native

speaker's utilization of linguistic universals, but the data of

two experiments described here indicate that McNeill is

maktng too stror.g a claim about th-ekind ofutilization that

the adult is able to make.

0.
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